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Abstract
Competency-based reform has increasingly influenced language education, placing communicative competence at the center of curriculum development. In Vietnam, this orientation is reflected in the Competency-Based English Teaching Curriculum (CBETC). Despite growing interest in curriculum reform, limited attention has been paid to how CBETC enactment can be understood theoretically. Drawing on curriculum enactment scholarship, which conceptualizes curriculum as something interpreted, negotiated, and reconstructed in practice, this paper contends that existing accounts have tended to emphasize either procedural implementation or teachers’ individual beliefs while paying insufficient attention to the wider social and institutional conditions surrounding classroom practice. In response, Activity Theory (AT) is advanced as a framework for examining the enactment of CBETC. Informed by Vygotsky’s (1987) sociocultural perspective and Engeström’s (2009) third-generation activity theory, the paper conceptualizes curriculum enactment as a socially mediated activity system shaped by the relationships among subject, object, tools, rules, community, and division of labor. The analysis illustrates how tensions and contradictions, particularly those arising from the coexistence of competency-based aspirations and examination-oriented traditions, influence teachers’ pedagogical decisions and opportunities for professional action. By bringing AT into dialogue with scholarship on curriculum enactment, the paper offers a more comprehensive account of how curriculum reform is enacted in practice and contributes to ongoing discussions of competency-based English language education. The proposed framework also opens avenues for future empirical investigations of curriculum enactment in diverse educational settings.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Global shift toward competency-based education
In the context of globalization and the rapid expansion of the knowledge-based economy, general education systems have been witnessing a marked shift from content-oriented models to competency-based approaches. International organizations such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) emphasize that contemporary education should prioritize the development of learners’ capacity to apply knowledge in practical situations rather than merely accumulate academic content (OECD, 2018). This global trend has significantly influenced curriculum reforms in many countries, including Vietnam.
Vietnam’s 2018 General Education Curriculum represents a pivotal milestone by formally establishing the development of learners’ qualities and competencies as its central orientation. Within this framework, English is designed according to communicative competence principles (Ministry of Education and Training [MOET], 2018). The introduction of the CBETC, therefore, constitutes not simply an adjustment of content but a fundamental transformation in pedagogical orientation—shifting the focus from the transmission of linguistic knowledge to the development of learners’ ability to use language effectively in authentic contexts.
1.2. The complexity of curriculum enactment
However, translating CBETC into classroom practice is not a linear process. Research on curriculum enactment suggests that teachers do not merely “implement” policy documents as written; instead, they interpret, adapt, and reconstruct the curriculum through their everyday instructional practices (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). The notion of enactment thus more accurately captures the dynamic and interactive nature of this process.
Teachers play a central role in transforming competency goals into concrete teaching activities while being influenced by multiple factors, such as professional beliefs, school culture, examination pressures, material conditions, and assessment policies (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015). The interweaving of individual and contextual factors renders the enactment of CBETC a complex professional undertaking rather than a straightforward act of policy compliance.
1.3. The need for a comprehensive analytical lens
Linear approaches or those that focus solely on teachers’ individual cognition often struggle to capture the systemic and evolving nature of curriculum enactment. A more comprehensive analytical framework is therefore required—one capable of examining the subject, mediating tools, rules, community, and the broader social relations that shape practice. In this regard, Activity Theory (AT), rooted in the socio-cultural tradition of Vygotsky (1987) and further elaborated in its third generation by Engeström (2009), provides such an approach. AT conceptualizes teaching practice as an activity system in which internal contradictions drive change and development.
1.4. Purpose of the paper
Building on the above arguments, this paper aims to examine the theoretical foundations of activity theory, analyze its role as an analytical lens for investigating teachers’ enactment of CBETC, and discuss its theoretical and practical implications for curriculum development and teacher professional development.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. CBETC and the motivation for its implementation
A CBETC can be understood as a curriculum approach in which the goal of instruction extends beyond the transmission of linguistic knowledge to the development of learners’ ability to use English in specific communicative situations. From a competency-based perspective, learners are expected to mobilize knowledge, skills, and attitudes to accomplish learning tasks and address practical problems. This approach is consistent with global educational trends, as the OECD emphasizes that contemporary education should prepare learners with the capacity to act, adapt, and participate effectively in future social life (OECD, 2018).
In the Vietnamese context, CBETC is clearly reflected in the 2018 General Education Curriculum for English, issued together with Circular No. 32/2018/TT-BGDĐT. The curriculum states that English contributes to the formation and development of communicative competence through the four skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, while also supporting the development of learners’ qualities, general competencies, and capacity for lifelong learning (MOET, 2018). Accordingly, the focus of English language teaching has shifted from memorizing vocabulary, grammar, and test-taking techniques to organizing learning activities that enable students to use language purposefully, contextually, and meaningfully. Recent reviews of CBETC literature in Vietnam further indicate that this shift requires substantial changes in teachers’ professional roles, moving from knowledge transmitters to facilitators of communicative learning, learning designers, and assessment mediators (Chau & Tran, 2026). This orientation is also aligned with the spirit of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, which emphasizes descriptions of language proficiency based on what learners are able to do in communication (Council of Europe, 2020).
However, CBETC does not automatically translate into classroom practice. Teachers are required to interpret competency-based objectives, select appropriate teaching materials, design communicative tasks, organize classroom interaction, and assess students’ progress. Therefore, the enactment of CBETC should be viewed as a process of professional construction shaped by teachers’ beliefs, school conditions, assessment pressures, and learning culture.
In contemporary educational research, curriculum is no longer understood as a static document or a fixed body of content to be transmitted directly from policy to classroom practice. Rather, it is increasingly viewed as a social and situated practice constructed, interpreted, and reconstructed through the interaction among teachers, students, and contextual conditions. From the perspective of “curriculum as practice,” curriculum comes into being only when it is enacted in specific educational settings (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015). In this sense, teachers are not passive implementers of prescribed policy documents; they are professional agents who interpret curricular intentions, select appropriate content, adapt pedagogical strategies, and respond to learners’ actual needs (Chau & Tran, 2026).
The enactment of a CBETC should therefore be understood as a dynamic process through which teachers transform competency-oriented goals into concrete classroom practices. This understanding is also reflected in recent studies on CBETC enactment, which identify teachers’ beliefs, classroom practices, and contextual conditions as interconnected dimensions shaping curriculum enactment processes (Chau & Tran, 2025b). Unlike traditional content-based approaches that mainly emphasize the transmission of grammar, vocabulary, and linguistic knowledge, CBETC requires teachers to organize learning activities that develop students’ ability to use English meaningfully in communicative contexts. This means that teachers must translate broad curricular objectives, such as communicative competence, learner autonomy, collaboration, and problem-solving, into instructional tasks, classroom interaction, assessment practices, and learning support.
The notion of enactment is particularly useful because it moves beyond the linear idea of implementation. While implementation often suggests a direct movement from curriculum policy to classroom application, enactment emphasizes interpretation, negotiation, adaptation, and reconstruction (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). In the context of CBETC, teachers are simultaneously shaped by official curriculum documents and actively involved in re-creating them through their beliefs, pedagogical experience, professional knowledge, school culture, examination pressure, available resources, and students’ learning characteristics.
Therefore, the enactment of CBETC is not merely a technical matter of following curriculum guidelines. It is a complex professional activity situated at the intersection of individual agency and broader institutional structures. Teachers must balance competency-oriented expectations with contextual realities, including large class sizes, limited teaching time, traditional assessment practices, and learners’ varying levels of English proficiency. To understand this multidimensional process, a theoretical framework is needed that connects teachers’ classroom actions to the social, cultural, and institutional conditions that shape them. Activity Theory provides a particularly relevant foundation for examining the enactment of CBETC as a socially mediated, contextually situated activity system.
2.2. Overview of activity theory
2.2.1. Sociocultural foundations (Vygotskian roots)
Activity Theory originates from the sociocultural tradition of Vygotsky, who argued that higher mental functions are mediated by cultural tools and signs within social contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Rather than conceptualizing cognition as a purely internal process, Vygotsky maintained that human action is always shaped by culturally constructed means such as language, symbols, documents, and material artifacts. The concept of mediation thus becomes foundational to AT, underscoring the idea that individuals do not interact directly with the world but do so through mediating tools.
Moreover, tool use does not merely facilitate action; it also transforms the subject who acts. Tools are simultaneously products of cultural-historical development and instruments that shape how individuals think and behave. This insight is particularly significant in educational settings, where curricula, textbooks, instructional materials, and assessment policies function as mediating tools within teaching practice.
In addition, learning is conceptualized as a socially situated process. Knowledge is constructed through interaction within communities of practice rather than existing independently within individuals. This perspective provides a basis for analyzing the classroom as a social activity system in which teachers and students collaboratively construct meaning.
2.2.2. First and second generations of activity theory
Building on Vygotsky’s foundational principles, Leontiev extended AT by distinguishing between activity, action, and operation, thereby emphasizing the goal-directed nature of human activity (Leontiev, 1978). This distinction suggests that activity is always oriented toward an object, an element that generates both motivation and meaning for human action.
Subsequently, on this theoretical foundation, Yrjö Engeström developed the second generation of AT by constructing the well-known expanded triangular model of the activity system (Engeström, 1987). This model comprises the following core components:
· Subject
· Object
· Tools (mediating artifacts)
· Rules
· Community
· Division of labor
By incorporating social dimensions such as rules, community, and division of labor, AT moves beyond individual, level analysis and enables the examination of action in relation to institutional and cultural structures. In educational research, this model is particularly valuable for analyzing teaching practice as a complex system in which teachers do not act independently but are influenced by multiple interacting forces.
2.2.3. Engeström’s third-generation activity theory
In the third generation, Engeström (2009) further expanded AT to analyze interactions among multiple activity systems. Rather than focusing on a single activity system, as in earlier versions, Engeström proposed a model of interacting activity systems, which is especially suitable for contexts of educational reform, where policy, school, and classroom can be conceptualized as interconnected systems.
In addition, a significant contribution of the third generation is the concept of expansive learning. According to this perspective, learning is not merely the acquisition of existing knowledge but a process of reconstructing the object of activity through the resolution of internal contradictions. Contradictions are viewed as the driving force for change and development within activity systems. For example, in the context of the CBETC, the contradiction between the goal of developing communicative competence and grammar-oriented assessment practices may create tension while simultaneously opening up opportunities for innovation in teaching practice.
By emphasizing the role of contradictions and transformation, third-generation AT provides a dynamic analytical lens through which curriculum enactment can be understood not as passive adaptation but as a developmental process of reconstruction. This perspective is particularly relevant to research on the enactment of CBETC, where teachers continuously adjust their practices to respond to policy demands and contextual constraints.
In sum, Activity Theory offers a comprehensive theoretical framework for analyzing teachers’ curriculum enactment as a socially situated activity system, highlighting the roles of mediation, context, and contradiction in professional development and educational change.
2.3. Applying activity theory to teachers’ enactment of CBETC
2.3.1. Conceptualizing CBETC enactment as an activity system
Based on Engeström’s (2009) analytical framework, the process of teachers enacting the CBETC can be conceptualized as an activity system in which its components interact dynamically.
First, the subject of the system is English language teachers—the professional agents who directly interpret and actualize the curriculum in classroom practice. They do not merely transmit content; instead, they make pedagogical decisions grounded in their experience, beliefs, and contextual conditions. Second, the object of the activity is the development of students’ English communicative competence in alignment with the orientation of the new general education curriculum. This object is dynamic and may be reconstructed in practice, for instance, when teachers shift their focus from communicative competence development to ensuring examination performance. Third, the tools include textbooks, curriculum guidelines, policy documents, instructional technologies, and pedagogical strategies. From Vygotsky’s (1978) perspective, these tools function as mediating artifacts that shape how teachers organize learning activities.
In addition, rules encompass assessment regulations, school culture, professional standards, and societal expectations. These rules either support or constrain the enactment of competency-oriented activities. The community consists of students, colleagues, school leaders, and parents—stakeholders who participate in or influence the enactment process. Finally, the division of labor reflects the allocation of roles among teachers, subject departments, and school leadership in organizing and supervising instructional activities. Conceptualizing CBETC enactment as an activity system allows for the simultaneous analysis of individual and structural factors, rather than reducing the issue to teachers’ personal competence alone.
2.3.2. Mediations and interactions within the activity system
Within this system, components do not exist in isolation but continuously interact and mediate one another. Instructional tools, such as competency-oriented textbooks, may encourage teachers to organize communicative activities, project-based learning, or formative assessment. However, tool use is not mechanical; teachers may reinterpret materials in light of their own experience and beliefs. According to Spillane et al. (2002), policy implementation is inherently a process of “sense-making,” in which teachers interpret and adapt policy messages within specific contexts.
Rules also function as critical mediating elements. In educational contexts strongly influenced by high-stakes examinations, the pressure to achieve high scores on standardized tests may lead teachers to prioritize grammatical structures over the development of communicative competence (Chau & Tran, 2025a). This illustrates how the interaction between the object (competency development) and rules (knowledge-oriented assessment) can transform the orientation of activity.
Moreover, community and division of labor shape how teachers enact the curriculum. Professional support from subject departments, structured professional meetings, and leadership direction may create enabling conditions for methodological innovation. Conversely, a lack of coordination or unclear role allocation may undermine the effectiveness of enactment. As argued by Priestley et al. (2015), teacher agency is always formed within an ecological relationship between individuals and their contexts.
2.3.3. Contradictions and tensions in CBETC enactment
One of the key contributions of AT is its conceptualization of contradictions as drivers of change (Engeström, 2009). In the context of CBETC, the following three typical contradictions can be identified.
The first concerns the tension between the goal of communicative competence development and an assessment system oriented toward grammatical knowledge. Within the AT framework, this represents a contradiction between the object and rules of the activity system. In practice, when examinations continue to emphasize linguistic structures, teachers may adjust their instructional activities to meet assessment demands, thereby weakening the coherence of the competency-based curriculum (Chau & Tran, 2025a).
The second contradiction lies between innovative pedagogical approaches (e.g., project-based learning, group work, formative assessment) and contextual constraints such as large class sizes, limited instructional time, or insufficient technological resources. This reflects tensions among tools, rules, and the material conditions embedded within the community.
The third is an internal contradiction among teachers, specifically between beliefs in communicative language teaching and entrenched traditional teaching habits. According to Leontiev (1978), the motive of activity may shift when the object is reconstructed; thus, the tension between long-term professional goals and short-term performance pressures may lead to adjustments in pedagogical action. These contradictions should not be viewed solely as barriers but as potential sources for restructuring the activity system.
2.3.4. Expansive possibilities and transformation
From the perspective of expansive learning proposed by Engeström (2009), when contradictions are identified and critically reflected upon, they may become resources for innovation. For example, pressure arising from misalignment between competency goals and assessment formats may motivate teachers to seek alternative assessment approaches, such as task-based or portfolio assessment. However, such transformation requires specific enabling conditions, including: professional spaces for teachers to discuss and reflect; more flexible assessment policies; school leadership that encourages pedagogical experimentation; and the development of professional learning communities.
Accordingly, only when the components of the activity system are more harmoniously aligned, for instance, when rules are consistent with the object and tools genuinely support competency goals, CBETC enactment achieves greater sustainability. Therefore, Activity Theory not only facilitates the description of practice but also provides an analytical foundation for guiding systemic change.
In sum, applying Activity Theory enables the conceptualization of teachers’ enactment of CBETC as a complex activity system in which mediating factors, contradictions, and social interactions jointly shape instructional practice. This approach clarifies the dynamic, contextualized, and developmental nature of curriculum enactment within the broader context of educational reform.
2.4. Roles of Activity Theory in Understanding CBETC Enactment
2.4.1. Providing a holistic analytical framework
One of the significant contributions of AT to research on CBETC enactment lies in its capacity to provide a comprehensive analytical framework. Rather than focusing solely on teachers’ cognition or individual beliefs, AT situates teaching practice within a broader activity system, where the subject’s actions are always mediated by tools, rules, community, and the division of labour (Engeström, 1987).
In many studies on curriculum reform, cognitively oriented approaches tend to explain variations in practice primarily through “teacher beliefs” (Borg, 2003; Fives & Gill, 2015; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). However, as Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) argue, policy implementation is not merely a matter of understanding or misunderstanding policy texts; it is a process of interpretation situated within specific social contexts. AT enables researchers to move beyond this reductionist view by conceptualizing teachers as acting subjects embedded in institutional and cultural ecosystems.
When applied to CBETC, Engeström’s (1987) analytical framework facilitates the simultaneous integration of structural factors—such as assessment regulations, professional standards, and examination pressures—with cultural elements, including established teaching traditions, parental expectations, and students’ learning habits. Consequently, enactment is not reduced to a question of the degree of compliance with curricular prescriptions; rather, it is understoodas a socially negotiated and continuously restructured practice.
This holistic approach is particularly well-suited to the context of educational reform in Vietnam, where CBETC is implemented within a system long shaped by an examination-oriented model of teaching and learning. AT makes it possible to analyse the relationship between competency-oriented goals and existing assessment structures as components of a single activity system, rather than as isolated factors.
2.4.2. Capturing complexity and non-linearity
A second contribution of AT lies in its capacity to capture the complexity and non-linearity of curriculum enactment. In practice, enactment does not unfold according to a simple cause–and–effect sequence. Instead, it is shaped through dynamic interactions among multiple components within the activity system.
Grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, AT posits that human action is always mediated by tools and social context. This implies that changes in one component (e.g., modifications in assessment formats) may lead to adjustments in other components (e.g., instructional strategies). The expanded triangular structure of the activity system provides a means of representing these multidirectional interactions.
Moreover, third-generation AT emphasizes interactions among multiple activity systems (Engeström, 2009). In the case of CBETC, at least three interrelated systems can be identified: the policy system (ministerial level), the school system, and the classroom system. These systems do not operate independently; instead, they continuously influence one another. For example, changes in national assessment policy may reshape teachers’ objectives of activity at theclassroom level.
AT thus helps avoid a linear conception in which policy is “transmitted” from the top and implemented intact at lower levels. Instead, enactment is understood as the outcome of ongoing negotiations between structural forces and individual agency. This perspective is critical in the study of CBETC, a reform that requires coordinated changes in objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment.
2.4.3. Identifying sources of change and development
Another notable contribution of AT is its ability to identify sources of change and development through the concept of contradictions. According to Engeström (2009), internal contradictions within an activity system are not merely obstacles but also drivers of expansive learning.
In the context of CBETC, contradictions—such as the misalignment between competency-oriented goals and knowledge-focused testing practices—can serve as productive points of analysis. Rather than interpreting such tensions as evidence of teachers’ failure, AT encourages their recognition as indicators of systemic imbalance. Analysing contradictions between the object (competency development) and the rules (traditional assessment practices) makes it possible to illuminate structural constraints that must be addressed for the curriculum to function effectively.
This perspective carries important implications for teacher professional development. When teachers engage in reflective examination of contradictions in their practice—for instance, through professional learning communities or lesson study—they may reconstruct the object of their activity and develop new forms of practice. Professional growth, therefore, is not simply the accumulation of instructional techniques; it is a transformative process that reconfigures the activity system in alignment with curricular goals.
AT thus offers an analytical lens that is both diagnostic and developmental. It enables the identification of bottlenecks in CBETC enactment while also pointing toward conditions for sustainable change, including adjustments to assessment regulations, strengthened professional support, and the cultivation of collaborative learning communities within schools.
In summery, activity theory functions as a robust theoretical framework for understanding CBETC enactment in three respects: it provides a holistic perspective that moves beyond individual cognition; it captures the complexity and non-linearity of the enactment process; and it identifies sources of change through the analysis of systemic contradictions. In doing so, AT not only clarifies the nature of teaching practice in reform contexts but also informs strategies for curriculum development and teacher professional learning.
3. Methodology
This study was conducted as a theoretical analysis to clarify the role of Activity Theory in examining teachers’ enactment of the competency-based English teaching curriculum. Instead of collecting empirical data from classroom settings, the paper focuses on analyzing, synthesizing, and interpreting research studies and theoretical papers related to competency-based curriculum, curriculum enactment, communicative competence in English language teaching, and Activity Theory. This approach is appropriate to the paper's purpose because the main focus of the study is not to measure the extent of curriculum implementation but to develop an analytical perspective capable of explaining the complex, socially situated, and context-dependent nature of CBETC enactment.
The main sources selected for analysis include foundational works on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Engeström’s activity system model, studies on curriculum enactment by Spillane and colleagues, and documents related to Vietnam’s 2018 General Education Curriculum for English. These materials were read and analyzed with a focus on identifying key concepts, including subject, object, tools, rules, community, division of labor, contradiction, and expansive learning. On this basis, the paper examines how these components can be applied to understand English teachers’ instructional activity in the context of the shift from content-oriented to competency-based teaching.
The analytical procedure was carried out in three main steps. First, the paper clarifies the conceptual foundations of CBETC and the issue of curriculum enactment. Second, the components of Activity Theory are systematized and connected to the context of English language teaching in Vietnamese high schools. Third, the paper analyzes typical contradictions in the enactment of CBETC, particularly the misalignment between the goal of developing communicative competence and the pressure to test and examine linguistic knowledge. In doing so, the study proposes Activity Theory as an analytical lens that connects teachers’ individual actions to broader institutional, cultural, and social conditions.

4. Results
4.1. Implications
4.1.1. Theoretical implications
The application of AT to the study of teachers’ enactment of CBETC generates significant theoretical implications for the field of curriculum studies. First, AT reinforces the view of curriculum enactment as a structured social activity rather than a series of discrete individual actions. Drawing on Yrjö Engeström’s (2009) model of the activity system, curriculum research can simultaneously analyse the subject, object, tools, rules, and community as elements of an integrated whole. This perspective broadens traditional approaches that have tended to focus primarily on content analysis or teachers’ beliefs.
Second, AT contributes to research on competency-based education by offering a lens through which to interpret the discrepancy between policy intentions and classroom practice. In reform contexts, the shift from a knowledge-based model to a competency-based model frequently encounters an “implementation gap.” Through the concepts of contradictions and expansive learning, AT enables the identification of internal systemic tensions as drivers of development rather than merely as indicators of policy failure (Engeström, 2009).
Furthermore, Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural foundation underscores the role of mediation and context in the construction of practice. This reinforces the argument that research on CBETC must move beyond a purely technical perspective and instead examine the relationship between pedagogical action and institutional structures. In this sense, AT functions not only as a descriptive tool but also as a theoretical foundation that orients curriculum studies toward a systemic and developmental approach.
4.1.2. Practical implications
In addition to its theoretical contributions, the application of AT yields several practical implications for stakeholders involved in CBETC implementation.
For curriculum developers, AT suggests that curriculum design cannot be separated from the conditions of enactment. Consistency between competency-oriented goals (object) and the assessment system (rules) is essential to minimizing contradictions within the activity system (Chau & Tran, 2025a). This requires coherent alignment among content, pedagogy, and assessment, rather than reform limited to policy documents alone.
For school leaders, AT highlights the significance of community and division of labour in supporting teachers. Establishing professional learning communities, creating spaces for reflection, and encouraging pedagogical experimentation can assist teachers in addressing contradictions in practice. As Priestley, Biesta, and Robinson (2015) argue, teacher agency is formed within an ecological relationship between individuals and their contexts; consequently, the organizational environment plays a decisive role in the success of CBETC enactment.
Regarding teacher professional development, AT advocates a system-oriented, reflective approach rather than merely providing instructional techniques. By analysing contradictions between curricular goals and classroom realities, teachers can engage in expansive learning, reconstruct the object of their activity, and adjust pedagogical strategies. Professional development thus becomes a process of transforming the activity system, rather than simply enhancing individual skills.
4.1.3. Directions for future research
Although AT provides a robust theoretical foundation, further empirical validation is needed in specific contexts. The use of mixed-methods designs or in-depth case studies may clarify how components of the activity system interact and evolve over time. In addition, the development and validation of questionnaire instruments could provide a quantitative basis for examining factors affecting teachers’ enactment of CBETC (Chau & Tran, 2025b). This is particularly important in the Vietnamese context, where disparities in infrastructure, learning culture, and local policy conditions remain substantial. Moreover, integrating AT with other theoretical frameworks—such as teacher agency or ecological approaches, may enrich the analysis and deepen understanding of teachers’ roles within reform systems. Future empirical studies may also employ validated questionnaires to measure the extent to which beliefs, practices, impetus, and hindrances influence CBETC enactment (Chau & Tran, 2025b).

5. Discussion
A further contribution of this paper lies in highlighting the analytical value of contradictions in understanding CBETC enactment. Within Engeström’s (2009) framework, contradictions are viewed as historically accumulated tensions that emerge among elements of an activity system and create possibilities for transformation. In the Vietnamese context, one of the most visible tensions concerns the coexistence of competency-oriented curricular goals and examination practices that continue to reward the reproduction of linguistic knowledge. Such tensions suggest that difficulties in curriculum enactment cannot be reduced to teachers’ individual limitations or resistance to change. Instead, they arise from the interaction between policy aspirations and institutional conditions.
This interpretation is consistent with a growing body of research in language education that has applied Activity Theory to investigate educational innovation and change. For example, Blin and Appel (2011) demonstrated that tensions among technological tools, institutional expectations, and established pedagogical routines significantly influence how language teachers respond to innovation. Their work illustrates how pedagogical change is shaped not only by teachers’ intentions but also by the relationships among multiple elements within an activity system. Viewed from this perspective, the challenges associated with CBETC enactment reflect broader patterns identified in Activity Theory research, where curriculum innovation is frequently mediated by contextual constraints, competing priorities, and institutional arrangements.
The discussion also suggests that Activity Theory offers a broader explanatory framework than approaches centered primarily on teacher beliefs or cognition. While studies such as Borg (2003) and Fives and Gill (2015) have generated valuable insights into teachers’ thinking, AT highlights the social, cultural, and organizational conditions in which those beliefs are formed and enacted. Rather than treating beliefs as isolated determinants of practice, Activity Theory positions them within a network of mediating influences, including institutional regulations, professional communities, material resources, and assessment systems. This perspective allows curriculum enactment to be understood as a socially situated process rather than solely an individual cognitive endeavor.
Consequently, supporting the enactment of CBETC requires more than methodological training. Sustainable curriculum reform depends on stronger coherence among curriculum objectives, assessment systems, school leadership, professional collaboration, and classroom realities. This view is also compatible with Priestley, Biesta, and Robinson’s (2015) ecological understanding of teacher agency, as well as Chau and Tran’s (2025b, 2026) argument that curriculum enactment should be examined through the relationship between teachers and the broader environments in which they work. Taken together, these perspectives reinforce the argument that teachers should be viewed as active participants in interconnected activity systems whose practices evolve through ongoing engagement with contextual opportunities and constraints. Effective enactment of CBETC, therefore, depends not only on teachers’ professional capacities but also on the alignment of the wider conditions that support curriculum reform.

6. Conclusion
This article has argued that Activity Theory provides a productive analytical lens for examining teachers’ enactment of CBETC. Through the activity system model, AT conceptualizes enactment as a complex social practice in which elements such as subject, tools, rules, and community continuously interact.
This systemic perspective moves beyond linear views of implementation by emphasizing the dynamic, non-linear, and contextually situated nature of teaching practice. At the same time, the concepts of contradictions and expansive learning open possibilities for identifying and guiding change within reform processes.
In the context of CBETC implementation, careful analysis of contextual factors—from assessment policy and school culture to classroom conditions—is a prerequisite for achieving competency-development goals. The application of activity theory, therefore, not only facilitates a deeper understanding of practice but also informs strategies for sustainable improvement in general education.
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